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mother is recuperating, and the uterus with the other structures
of the birth mechanism are being restored to the nonpregnant
state. Immediately following the expulsion of the placenta and
fetal membranes (afterbirth) the uterus contracts down to. a
firm rounded body which can be plainly felt by a hand pressed
upon the mother's abdomen. This strong gripping contraction
compresses the open mouths of blood vessels and vascular spaces
in the uterus, and is essential to prevent excessive bleeding. In-
termittent uterine contractions at this time may be distressingly
painful (" after pains"). In the days which follow, the uterine
muscle shrinks, the redundant tissue being absorbed, and the
uterus returns nearly to its virgin size. This process, which is
called the involution of the uterus, is accompanied by a gradu-
ally lessening vaginal discharge consisting chiefly of blood and
endometrial debris. The completion of the process of involu-
tion, which takes about ten days, marks the end of the puer-
peral period.
The secretion of milk becomes well established usually by
the end of the first day or so, and if the baby is put to the
breast, the act of suckling stimulates contractions of the uterus
and encourages its involution.
The two chief dangers of the puerperal period are hemor-
rhage and infection.